And he is very good at it. His work is thoughtful, well-documented, based on original research, and very well written. I typically find myself not only in substantial agreement with the vast majority of his conclusions-save a very few, such as his controversial position that the climate crisis requires the re-activation of the nuclear industry-but with his political judgments
and ideas about what we might do to, well, get out of the mess we are in. Make no mistake about it, we are on new ground here in the age of the Anthropocene, staring down a climate crisis that poses existential questions to humanity, questions that our present economic, political, cultural, and social lifeways are so woefully short of rising to the occasion to answer that the future looks more uncertain and increasingly bleak with every passing year.
Along with a growing number of other thinkers I read, Monbiot's prescription is this: it's time that we elaborate a new story capable of simultaneously diagnosing the interlinked crises that beset us and inspiring action in the name of a vision that is radical, inclusive, and holistic enough to take us into the whirlwind that the middle third of this century is going to be, with some prospect of emerging more or less intact by, say, the year 2050.
Public sociologists and scholar-activists alike need to join this conversation and contribute to it. We need to talk about story-telling, its power, its capacity, and its origins. Sujatha Fernandes And she raises the question that haunts me: "But are stories really the magical elixir we imagine them to be?" In the context of her study of our Facebook lives, the answer may well be that they fall short. Can any story, then, make a decisive contribution to the kinds of radical social transformation the world cries out for? Enter Monbiot's book. Unlike most of the others he has written, he confesses, this one took about one year rather than three, and was written in a "mad rush, because we felt there was this great opportunity, as the old system begins to collapse and new systems begin to emerge. Obviously, all sorts of new monsters could emerge, and they will do so if a more coherent vision of a better world is not produced" (Dowson 2017) . He goes on to tell us "[t]he reason we need a narrative is that narratives translate into what we perceive as common sense…. For a government to take power which is sufficiently radical, we need that new political narrative, and we need it to be accepted across the majority of the political spectrum as common sense, as Keynesianism and neoliberalism have been. The only way you can change a story is to offer a new one. And you can do so only by producing a better story" (ibid).
Out of the Wreckage is an exciting book and grew on me as I got further into it. At first, I
thought, "OK, I know the message: 'We need a new story. Stories win, they transform the world.'" So, I wanted to see what George Monbiot's new story was. Instead, we get analyses, of many interesting issues and topics, but no new story per se. And I found that frustrating. But, like much of George Monbiot's work, it is intelligent, politically astute, and cumulative, and in the case of this book, it became more powerful as it unfurled.
Starting from observations about the epidemics of loneliness and consumerism, the stresses of competition and individualism that Monbiot sees in societies like the UK and the United States, he lays these at the feet of neoliberal austerity as the global elite's response to the crisis. At the same time, he castigates the old Keynesian social democrats for having lost the debate and Socially, schools have become conveyor belts of alienation, which new forms of celebrity or social media entertainment only deepen; "Man was born free, and he is everywhere in chain stores" (65). "We are alienated from each other, from the systems that govern our lives, from the spirit of inquiry, from the natural world, and from tangible reality. Socially, emotionally, intellectually and physically, we are in a poor state of health. The political consequences can be catastrophic" (66).
Monbiot seeks a new politics grounded on "belonging" and rooted in the community, and he sees initiatives along these lines sprouting into life all over the world. Once drawn in, people blossom, and a participatory culture starts to thrive. When ten to fifteen percent of a community is have big ideas, display radical trust in people and ask them to do things, and devolve decisionmaking, or at least operational power, to the local level. For Monbiot, it is time to "start imagining how campaigns of any kind-not just to win elections but to win the battle over climate change, or rights for asylum seekers or for universal healthcare-can be transformed. It is to understand how we can mobilise the enthusiasm of the many against the control of the few. And it shows us how a political campaign can belong to everyone who chooses to participate, rather than just a small cadre of professionals" (173-4). "By allowing people to appreciate how powerful they are and how useful they can be, and how politics and government can belong to all of us rather than only a remote elite, we will become unstoppable" (181). and Buddhist among them. The new story is likely to be plural, and its co-creators many, across multiple generations and continents. And these are stories that will be carried by movements and taken further by networks that span time and space.
They are popping up everywhere, and we have only to look for them and amplify their voices so others can find them and they can see each other. Let's join them wherever we are and forge networks of the like-minded, with all those who choose life, love, hope, and embrace beauty, dignity and creativity. Out of the wreckage of the present, toward the horizon of the future. Those stories are the next book we need. Perhaps George Monbiot, or one of our readers, will help write it.
